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(57) A method and apparatus for prioritizing tele- 
phone calls that allows the caller to specify priority cri- 
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criteria relating to the treatment of incoming calls. 



CM 
< 

CD 
CO 

CO 
CM 
N 

o 

LU 



CALL ARRIVES AT 
ORIGINATING SWITCH 



/-I00 



104 



AN) 

TRIGGER TABLE CHECKED 
FOR CALLER'S NUMBER 





YES 


DATABASE CHECKED FDR 
CALLER'S PRIORITY CRITERIA 






CALL ROUTED TO 
TERMINATING SWITCH 

WITH CALLER'S 
PRIORITY CRITERIA IN 

SIGNALLING PATH 






CALL AR) 
TERMINATE 


WES AT 
IG SWITCH 





106 






NO 


COMPLETE 




CALL 



-108 



-110 



FIG. 2 



116 



ANI 

TRIGGER TABLE 
CHECKED FOR 
RECIPIENTS 
TELEPHONE 
NUMBER 



H| COMPLETE 
CALL 



118 
... 



YES 



DATABASE 
CHECKED FOR 
RECIPIENTS 
PRIORITY CRITERIA 
AND DESIRED 
ALTERNATIVE 
DESTINATiON 



y-120 



122 



RECIPIENTS 
PRIORITY 
CRITERIA 
SATISFIED 



YES 



126 



W TERMINATE CALL 
OR COMPLETE 

CALL TO 
ALTERNATIVE 
DESTINATION 



| COMPLETE CALL K 



124 



Printed by Jouve, 75001 PARIS (FR) 



1 



EP 0 726 669 A2 



2 



Description 

TECHNICAL FIELD 

This invention relates to a method and apparatus 
for prioritizing telephone calls, and specifically for pro- 
viding the caller with a means for specifying priority cri- 
teria for calls and the recipient with a means for desig- 
nating treatment of telephone calls based on their spec- 
ified priority criteria. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

There are existing methods of prioritizing telephone 
calls. For example, the name or telephone number of 
the caller party can be displayed on the recipient's tele- 
phone, a telephone can be provided with a function that 
blocks all incoming telephone calls on demand or tele- 
phone calls can be forwarded to an automated message 
center. 

There also are existing methods of rerouting tele- 
phone calls. For example, call forwarding or automated 
answering systems that allow callers to reroute their tel- 
ephone call. 

The existing methods of prioritizing and rerouting of 
telephone calls have several disadvantages. One dis- 
tinct disadvantage with respect to prioritizing of tele- 
phone calls is that the caller does not have any control 
over the prioritizing of his telephone calls. Similarly, with 
respect to rerouting of telephone calls, the caller does 
not have any control over whether his call will be rerout- 
ed. 

Existing methods of prioritizing and rerouting of tel- 
ephone calls also have disadvantages from the recipi- 
ent's perspective. For example, because the recipient 
does not know the nature of the call before answering, 
the recipient cannot prioritizing or reroute calls based 
upon the nature of the call. 

The deficiencies in the existing methods of prioritiz- 
ing and rerouting of telephone calls is made readily ap- 
parent in telemarketing. Telemarketing is the use of tel- 
ecommunication services to market and sell products 
and services and to provide customers with product and 
service information. 

Often times, telemarketing agents expend time and 
effort calling potential customers only to be greeted by 
anger and irritation. Many people consider calls to their 
home during nonworking hours by nameless, faceless 
telemarketing agents to be an unwanted intrusion. In 
particular, potential customers often express anger and 
irritation when telemarketing agents call during dinner 
hour. 

Thus, there is a need for a method and apparatus 
that allows the caller to designate the priority of a tele- 
phone call based on specified priority criteria and the 
recipient to designate treatment of telephone calls 
based on their specified priority criteria. 



SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The above problems are solved according to the in- 
vention by providing a method and apparatus for prior- 

5 itizing telephone calls. The invention allows a caller to 
designate the priority of his telephone call based upon 
specified priority criteria. The specified priority criteria 
followthe telephone call through the telephone network. 
The priority of the call is determined based on the spec- 

10 ifjed priority criteria. The telephone call is connected, re- 
routed or terminated based upon the specified priority 
criteria. 

More particularly a telephone service provider's net- 
work is equipped with an originating switch proximate to 
is the caller. The originating switch is equipped with means 
for identifying specified priority criteria that the caller has 
assigned to his call. That specified priority criteria fol- 
lows the call through the telephone service provider's 
network. 

20 The telephone service provider's network is also 
equipped with a terminating switch proximate to the re- 
cipient. The terminating switch is equipped with means 
for identifying specified priority criteria that the recipient 
has assigned to incoming calls. 

25 When the caller places a call to the recipient, the 
call arrives at the originating switch which undertakes to 
identify the specified priority criteria, if any, that the caller 
has assigned to the call. The originating switch then con- 
nects the call to the terminating switch. If the caller has 

30 assigned specified priority criteria to the call, that spec- 
ified priority criteria follows the call through the tele- 
phone service provider's network from the originating 
switch to the terminating switch. 

When the call arrives at the terminating switch, the 

35 terminating switch identifies the specified priority crite- 
ria, if any, that the recipient has assigned to incoming 
calls. If the recipient has assigned a specified priority 
criteria to incoming calls, the specified priority criteria 
that the recipient has assigned to incoming calls is com- 

40 pared to the specified priority criteria that the caller has 
assigned to the call. If the specified priority criteria that 
the recipient has assigned to incoming calls and the 
specified priority criteria that the caller has assigned to 
the call match, then the call is connected. If the specified 

45 priority criteria that the recipient has assigned to incom- 
ing calls and the specified priority criteria that the caller 
has assigned to the call do not match, then the call is 
either rerouted to an alternative destination or terminat- 
ed. 

50 The specified priority criteria that a caller can assign 
to a call and that the recipient can assign to incoming 
calls include any manner of denoting special treatment 
for a call. For example, the caller could specify that the 
call is a low priority call and the recipient could specify 

55 that low priority calls only be put through during certain 
times of the day. The specified priority criteria can be 
more particular. The caller could, for example, specify 
that the call relates to telemarketing or to a fund raising 
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campaign and the recipient could specify that calls re- 
lating to telemarketing or fundraising not be put through 
at all or only be put through during certain times of the 
day. 

The caller could, for example, designate that the call 
is of a personal nature. If the recipient, for example, is 
working at home and does not want to be interrupted by 
calls of a personal nature, the recipient could specify 
that all personal calls be directed to a answering ma- 
chine device or a voice mail system. Similarly, if the re- 
cipient is out of his office and at home on vacation or 
with an illness, the recipient could, for example, specify 
that work related calls be directed to an answering ma- 
chine or voice mail system. Alternatively if the recipient, 
for example, conducts business out of his home, and 
does not want business calls during evening hours, the 
recipient could specify that personal calls be put through 
during evening hours, but business calls received during 
evening hours be directed to an answering machine or 
voice mail. 

As would be understood by a person of ordinary skill 
in the art, the invention can be used for prioritizing and 
directing of electronic data communication as well as tel- 
ephone calls. For example, electronic mail ("E-mail") 
and facsimile transmissions can be prioritized and di- 
rected in the same manner as described above with re- 
spect to telephone calls. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

Fig. 1 is a block diagram which illustrates an em- 
bodiment of the invention. 

Fig. 2 is a flow diagram illustrating the processing 
of telephone calls in accordance with the invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

Fig. 1 illustrates a basic configuration of an embod- 
iment of the invention. A caller 10 is connected through 
a telephone service provider's network 12 to the call re- 
cipient 14. The telephone service provider's network 12 
includes an originating switch 20 and a terminating 
switch 22 which are connected via link 24. 

The caller 10 is connected via link 26 to the origi- 
nating switch 20. Similarly, the terminating switch 22 is 
connected via link 28 to the call recipient 14. 

The originating switch 20 is connected via link 30 to 
an automatic number identification ("ANI 0 ) "trigger ta- 
ble" 32. An ANI trigger table contains a list of the tele- 
phone numbers of subscribers to various special serv- 
ices offered by the telephone service provider. The orig- 
inating switch 20 is also connected via link 34 to a data 
base 36. 

Similarly, the terminating switch 22 is connected via 
link 38 to an ANI trigger table 40. The terminating switch 
22 is also connected via link 42 to a data base 44. 

When the caller 1 0 places a call to the call recipient 
14, the call proceeds via link 26 to the originating switch 



20. The caller's telephone number, which is identified by 
the telephone service provider's system, is transmitted 
with the call to the originating switch 20. Using the call- 
er's telephone number, the originating switch queries 

5 the ANI trigger table 32 as to whether the caller 1 0 sub- 
scribes to any of the special services offered by the tel- 
ephone service provider. 

If the caller's telephone number does not appear on 
the ANI trigger table 32, the ANI trigger table 32 signals 

10 the originating switch 20 that the caller 1 0 does not sub- 
scribe to any of the special services offered by the tele- 
phone service provider. The originating switch then con- 
nects the call to the terminating switch 22 via link 24 and 
the terminating switch 22 connects the call to the call 

is recipient 1 4 via link 28. 

If, however, the caller's telephone number appears 
on the ANI trigger table 32, the ANI trigger table 32 sig- 
nals the originating switch 20 that the caller 10 sub- 
scribes to at least one of the special services offered by 

20 the telephone service provider. The originating switch 
20 then queries the data base 36 as to the particular 
special service offered by the telephone service provid- 
er to which the caller subscribes. The database identi- 
fies the caller as a subscriber to the telephone call pri- 

25 oritization system and provides the caller's specified pri- 
ority criteria. The originating switch 20 connects the tel- 
ephone call to the terminating switch 22 via link 24. The 
specified priority criteria that the caller has assigned to 
the call is transmitted with the call from the originating 

30 switch 20 to the terminating switch 22 via link 24. The 
call recipient's telephone number, which is identified by 
the telephone service provider's system, also is trans- 
mitted with the call from the originating switch 20 to the 
terminating switch 22 via link 24. The call and specified 

35 priority criteria arrive at the terminating switch 22. 

Using the recipient's telephone number, the termi- 
nating switch queries the ANI trigger table 40 as to 
whether the call recipient 14 subscribes to any of the 
special services offered by the telephone service pro- 

40 vider. If the call recipient's telephone number does not 
appear on the ANI trigger table 40, the ANI trigger table 
40 signals the terminating switch 22 that the call recipi- 
ent 1 4, does not subscribe to any of the special services 
offered by the telephone service provider. The terminat- 
es ing switch 22 then connects the call to the call recipient 
14 via link 28. 

If, however, the call recipient's telephone number 
appears on the ANI trigger table 40, the ANI trigger table 
40 signals the terminating switch 22 that the call recipi- 

50 ent 1 4 subscribes to at least one of the special services 
offered by the telephone service provider. The terminat- 
ing switch 22 then queries the data base 44 as to the 
particular special service offered by the telephone serv- 
ice provider to which the call recipient subscribes. The 

55 database identifies the call recipient as a subscriber to 
the telephone call prioritization system and provides the 
recipient's specified priority criteria and alternative treat- 
ment of calls that do not fall within the recipient's spec- 
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ified priority criteria. 

Based on the caller's specified priority criteria trans- 
mitted with the telephone call and the recipient's speci- 
fied priority criteria and alternative treatment informa- 
tion, the terminating switch 22 directs the telephone call. 
If the caller's specified priority criteria match the recipi- 
ent's specified priority criteria, the call is connected. If 
the caller's specified priority criteria do not match the 
recipient's specified priority criteria, the call is rerouted 
to an alternative destination or terminated. 

Figure 2 is a flow diagram showing the processing 
of a telephone call in accordance with the principles of 
the invention. The caller 10 places a telephone call and 
the telephone call arrives at the originating switch 20 
(step 100). Using the caller's telephone number, the 
originating switch queries the ANI trigger table 32 to 
check if the caller's telephone number appears (step 
104). 

If the caller's telephone number does not appear on 
the ANI trigger table 32, the ANI trigger table 32 signals 
the originating switch 20 that the caller 1 0 does not sub- 
scribe to any of the special services offered by the tele- 
phone service provider and the originating switch 20 
then connects the call through the terminating switch 22 
via link 24 to the call recipient 14 via link 28 (step 106). 
If, however, the caller's telephone number appears on 
the ANI trigger table 32, the ANI trigger table 32 signals 
the originating switch 20 that the caller 1 0 subscribes to 
at least one of the special services offered by the tele- 
phone service provider. 

The originating switch 22 then queries the data 
base 36 as to the particular special service offered by 
the telephone service provider to which the caller sub- 
scribes. The database identifies the caller as a subscrib- 
er to the telephone call prioritization system and pro- 
vides the caller's specified priority criteria (step 108). 
The originating switch 20 then routes the call to the ter- 
minating switch 22 with the caller's specified priority cri- 
teria in the signalling path (step 110). 

The call arrives at the terminating switch 22 (step 
112). Using the recipient's telephone number, the termi- 
nating switch 22 queries the ANI trigger table 40 to 
check if the recipient's telephone number appears (step 
116). 

If the recipient's telephone number does not appear 
on the ANI trigger table 40, the ANI trigger table 40 sig- 
nals the terminating switch 22 that the recipient does not 
subscribe to any of the special services offered by the 
telephone service provider and the terminating switch 
22 connects the call (step 118). If, however, the recipi- 
ent's telephone number appears on the ANI trigger table 
40, the terminating switch 22 queries the data base 44 
for the particular special service offered by the tele- 
phone service provider to which the call recipient sub- 
scribes. The database identifies the call recipient as a 
subscriber to the telephone call prioritization system and 
provides the recipient's specified priority criteria and de- 
sired alternative treatment of calls that do not fall within 



the specified priority criteria (step 1 20). 

Finally, based on the caller's specified priority crite- 
ria transmitted with the telephone call and the recipient's 
specified priority criteria and alternative treatment infor- 
5 mation, the terminating switch 22 directs the telephone 
call (step 122). If the caller's specified priority criteria 
match the recipient's specified priority criteria, the call 
is connected (step 124). If the caller's specified priority 
criteria do not match the recipient's specified priority cri- 
teria, the call is either terminated or rerouted based on 
the call recipient's alternative treatment information 
(step 126). The following is an example of use of the 
method and apparatus for prioritizing telephone calls. A 
telemarketing center subscribes to the telephone call 
prioritizing system and has specified that all calls origi- 
nating from its telephone number are "low priority" calls. 
At 6:30 pm, a telemarketing agent calls a potential cus- 
tomer from that telemarketing center. The potential cus- 
tomer also subscribes to the telephone call prioritizing 
system and has specified that it does not wish to receive 
low priority calls between the hours of 5:00 pm and 9: 
00 am and that incoming low priority calls during those 
hours should be connected through to his answering 
machine. 

The call arrives at the originating switch that han- 
dles the telemarketing center's telephone numbers. The 
originating switch, using the telephone number of the 
telemarketing center, queries the ANI trigger table. The 
ANI trigger table signals the originating switch that the 
telemarketing center subscribes to at least one of the 
special services offered by the telephone service pro- 
vider. 

The originating switch then queries the database for 
the special service offered by the telephone service pro- 
vider to which the telemarketing center subscribes. The 
database identifies the telemarketing center as a sub- 
scriber to the telephone call prioritization system and 
provides the telemarketing center's specified priority cri- 
teria. The data base signals the originating switch that 
ail calls originating from the telephone number of the 
telemarketing center are low priority. The originating 
switch connects the call to the terminating switch with 
telemarketing center's the low priority specified priority 
criteria in the signalling path. 

The terminating switch queries the ANI trigger table 
as to whether the call recipient subscribes to any of the 
special services offered by the telephone service pro- 
vider. The ANI trigger table signals the terminating 
switch that the call recipient subscribes to a special serv- 
ice offered by the telephone service provider. 

The terminating switch then queries the database 
as the special service offered by the telephone service 
provider to which the call recipient subscribes. The da- 
tabase identifies the call recipient as a subscriber to the 
telephone call prioritizing system and provides the call 
recipient's specified priority criteria. The database sig- 
nals the terminating switch that the call recipient does 
not wish to have low priority calls connected between 
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the hours of 5:00 pm and 9:00 am and that incoming low 
priority call received during these hours should be con- 
nected to an answering machine. Per the call recipient's 
specified priority criteria and alternative treatment infor- 
mation, the terminating switch connects the call to the 
recipient's answering machine. 

It is to be understood that the above description is 
only of one preferred embodiment of the invention. Nu- 
merous other arrangements may be devised by one 
skilled in the art without departing from the scope of the 
invention. The invention is thus limited only as defined 
in the accompanying claims. 



Claims 

1. A method for prioritizing telephone calls in a tele- 
phone network having the ability to connect a caller 
at a caller station having a telephone number and 
a call recipient at a call recipient station having a 
telephone number, comprising the steps of: 

determining whether a caller has assigned a 
priority to its call; and 

directing the call based on whether the caller 
has assigned a priority to its call. 

2. The method for prioritizing telephone calls accord- 
ing to claim 1 , wherein determining whether the call- 
er has assigned a priority to its call includes deter- 
mining whether the caller's telephone number ap- 
pears on an automatic number identification ("ANI") 
trigger table. 

3. The method for prioritizing telephone calls accord- 
ing to claim 1, wherein determining whether the call- 
er has assigned a priority to its call includes: 

establishing a connection between an originat- 
ing switch and an ANI trigger table; and 
transmitting signals between the originating 
switch and the ANI trigger table to determine 
whether the caller's telephone number appears 
on the ANI trigger table. 

4. The method for prioritizing telephone calls accord- 
ing to claim 1 , wherein determining whether the call- 
er has assigned a priority to its call includes identi- 
fying caller specified priority criteria. 

5. The method for prioritizing telephone calls accord- 
ing to claim 1 , wherein determining whether the call- 
er has assigned a priority to its call includes: 

establishing a connection between an originat- 
ing switch and a data base; and 
using the caller's telephone number to retrieve 
caller specified priority criteria from the data 



base. 

6. The method for prioritizing telephone calls accord- 
ing to claim 1 , wherein directing the call based on 

5 whether the caller has assigned a priority to its call 
includes connecting the caller station to the call re- 
cipient station. 

7. The method for prioritizing telephone calls accord- 
10 ing to claim 4, wherein directing the call based on 

whether the caller has assigned a priority to its call 
includes: 

establishing a connection between the caller 
*5 telephone station and an originating switch; 

establishing a connection between the originat- 
ing switch and a terminating switch; and 
transmitting the caller specified priority criteria 
from the originating switch to the terminating 
20 switch. 

8. The method for prioritizing telephone calls accord- 
ing to claim 1 , wherein directing the call based on 
whether the caller has assigned a priority to its call 

25 includes determining whether the call recipient's tel- 
ephone number appears on an ANI trigger table. 

9. The method for prioritizing telephone calls accord- 
ing to claim 1, wherein directing the call based on 

30 whether the caller has assigned a priority to its call 
includes: 

establishing a connection between a terminat- 
ing switch and an ANI trigger table; and 
35 transmitting signals between the terminating 

switch and the ANI trigger table to determine 
whether the call recipient's telephone number 
appears on the ANI trigger table. 

40 10. The method for prioritizing telephone calls accord- 
ing to claim 1, wherein directing the call based on 
whether the caller has assigned a priority to its call 
includes identifying call recipient specified priority 
criteria. 

45 

11. The method for prioritizing telephone calls accord- 
ing to claim 1, wherein directing the call based on 
whether the caller has assigned a priority to its call 
includes: 

50 

establishing a connection between a terminat- 
ing switch and a data base; and 
using the call recipient's telephone number to 
retrieve call recipient specified priority criteria 
55 from the data base. 

12. The method for prioritizing telephone calls accord- 
ing to claim 1, wherein directing the call based on 
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whether the caller has assigned a priority to its call 
includes: 

identifying caller specified priority criteria; 
identifying call recipient specified priority crite- 
ria; and 

determining whether the caller specified priority 
criteria and the call recipient specified priority 
criteria match. 

1 3. An apparatus for prioritizing telephone calls in a tel- 
ephone network having the ability to connect a call- 
er at a caller station having a telephone number and 
a call recipient at a call recipient station having a 
telephone number, comprising: 

a means for determining whether a caller has 
assigned a priority to its call; and 
a means for directing the call based on whether 
the caller has assigned a priority to its call. 

14. The apparatus for prioritizing telephone calls ac- 
cording to claim 13, wherein the means for deter- 
mining whether the caller has assigned a priority to 
its call includes means for determining whether the 
caller's telephone number appears on an automatic 
number identification ("AM") trigger table. 



18. The apparatus for prioritizing telephone calls ac- 
cording to claim 1 3, wherein the means for directing 
the call based on whether the caller has assigned 
a priority to its call includes means for connecting 

5 the caller station to the call recipient station. 

19. The apparatus for prioritizing telephone calls ac- 
cording to claim 1 6, wherein the means for directing 
the call based on whether the caller has assigned 

10 a priority to its call includes: 



means for establishing a connection between 
the caller telephone station and an originating 
switch; 

means for establishing a connection between 
the originating switch and a terminating switch; 
and 

means for transmitting the caller specified pri- 
ority criteria from the originating switch to the 
terminating switch. 
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20 



25 



20. The apparatus for prioritizing telephone calls ac- 
cording to claim 1 3, wherein the means for directing 
the call based on whether the caller has assigned 
a priority to its call includes means for determining 
whether the call recipient's telephone number ap- 
pears on an ANI trigger table. 



15. The apparatus for prioritizing telephone calls ac- 
cording to claim 13, wherein the means for deter- 
mining whether the caller has assigned a priority to 
its call includes: 



21. The apparatus for prioritizing telephone calls ac- 
30 cording to claim 1 3, wherein the means for directing 
the call based on whether the caller has assigned 
a priority to its call includes: 



means for establishing a connection between 
an originating switch and an ANI trigger table; 35 
and 

means for transmitting signals between the 
originating switch and the ANI trigger table to 
determine whether the caller's telephone 
number appears on the ANI trigger table. 40 



16. The apparatus for prioritizing telephone calls ac- 
cording to claim 13, wherein the means for deter- 
mining whether the caller has assigned a priority to 
its call includes means for identifying caller speci- 
fied priority criteria. 



means for establishing a connection between 
a terminating switch and an ANI trigger table; 
and 

means for transmitting signals between the ter- 
minating switch and the ANI trigger table to de- 
termine whether the call recipient's telephone 
number appears on the ANI trigger table. 

22. The apparatus for prioritizing telephone calls ac- 
cording to claim 1 3, wherein the means for directing 
the call based on whether the caller has assigned 
45 a priority to its call includes means for identifying 
call recipient specified priority criteria. 



17. The apparatus for prioritizing telephone calls ac- 
cording to claim 13, wherein the means for deter- 
mining whether the caller has assigned a priority to 
its call includes: 



23. The apparatus for prioritizing telephone calls ac- 
cording to claim 1 3, wherein the means for directing 
so the call based on whether the caller has assigned 
a priority to its call includes: 



means for establishing a connection between 
an originating switch and a data base; and 
means for using the caller's telephone number $5 
to retrieve caller specified priority criteria from 
the data base. 



means for establishing a connection between 
a terminating switch and a data base; and 
means for using the call recipient's telephone 
number to retrieve call recipient specified prior- 
ity criteria from the data base. 
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24. The apparatus for prioritizing telephone calls ac- 
cording to claim 1 3, wherein the means for directing 
the call based on whether the caller has assigned 
a priority to its call includes: 

5 

means for identifying caller specified priority 
criteria; 

means for identifying call recipient specified pri- 
ority criteria; and 

means for determining whether the caller spec- io 
ified priority criteria and the call recipient spec- 
ified priority criteria match. 
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